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In this book, Akbarzadeh aims to dispel misconceptions of Muslim women by exploring the 
myriad of experiences both within the Australian Muslim community and Australian society 
as a whole. The book covers an array of topics capturing Muslim women’s experiences, such 
as: attending the mosque, as converts, exposure to racism and their resistance to it, the di-
lemmas they face in divorce, the implications of multicultural policies on Muslim women and 
sports and recreation.   
The book is a collection of articles written by Muslim women, whom readers will find ac-
cessible as the writing is clear, succinct and coherent. The clarity of the writing befits the 
objective of the book: to inform people both from an academic and non-academic back-
ground, and improve their understanding of Muslim women by complicating Muslim women’s 
experiences and representation.  
‘Challenging Identities’ aims at being a counter-narrative to the existing political discourse 
on Muslim women and utilises the current interest in them. The political climate of the ‘War 
on Terror’ has rejuvenated interest in the Muslim world. Nowhere is this interest more pal-
pable than in the fetishistic focus on the Muslim woman. With its socio-historical preconcep-
tions of Islam and the Muslim woman, the Western gaze, once again, has made her the cen-
tre stage in its narrative: the ‘othering’ of Islam and Muslims in the Muslim world, and par-
ticularly in the West. Never before have we seen such vigorous reporting on Muslim women, 
often in relation to the hijab –the visible presence of Islam’s Otherness and its very antithesis 
to Western values. Coupled with media attention, the Muslim woman is once again priori-
tised by Western academic scholarship and cultural discourses, in tandem with Western 
powers use of such discourses as a political pretext. Driven by orientalist imagery, miscon-
ceptions and hysteria, the rise of neo-fascism in Europe and the numerous bans on Islamic 
dress in countries such as France and Belgium and the debate on the ban in Australia, indi-
cate an alarming hostility for Islam and Muslims. Thus, the fact that the Muslim woman has 
become a demanding theme has also meant the subject demands genuine inquiry and under-
standing that is devoid of reactionary and reductive politics.   
 ‘Challenging Identities’ is an attempt to meet this demand. Broad themes, carefully cho-
sen to highlight dominant factors contributing to understanding Muslim women, and perti-
nent in providing a clearer insight into their socio-political experiences in Australia, can be 
drawn from the book. For instance, the significance of the hijab is raised throughout the 
book as it serves as an anchor for the myriad of related issues which affects Muslim women 
as their visibility as Muslims in an often hostile environment; specifically, the hijab can tap into 
issues wearers may have in areas such as the workforce, where women face obstacles getting 
jobs or are subjected to racism and discrimination in their jobs. Further, in the field of sports 
and recreation, Muslim women face the expectations of their community -as well as those 
outside of their community- on what the correct form of dress is whilst participating in such 
activity. On a different note, Akbarzadeh highlights that due to the obsession with the hijab, 
Muslim women who do not wear it are faced with their own dilemma of lacking ‘authenticity’ 
or  are expected to act as a fifth column to undermine Islam and the Muslim community.    
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The visibility of Islamic dress has meant that Muslim women are more prone to racism 
and criticism from broader Australia which subsequently puts them in a position of both 
defending and defining Muslim identity. As Shakira Hussein points out, this has meant that 
women face a double responsibility which obliges them simultaneously to be called on to 
speak for their community -which can be empowering- but also are silenced under internal 
pressure to not speak negatively of their experiences in the community. However, armed 
with education and politicised, the book elucidates how Muslim women have developed 
strategies insofar as dealing with racism as well as internal community disputes. In doing so, 
they have demonstrated agency which acts as a counter-narrative to the construction of her 
as ‘victim’ and ‘passive’.  
Such themes develop out of different methodologies used by the authors: interviews (in-
dividual and group), surveys and literature review. In utilising these research methods, the 
book’s observations and conclusions are bolstered as they are supported by qualitative re-
search that relies upon lived experiences of the women involved. The research mainly fo-
cuses on young women below 30. It is understandable why this age group was chosen, as it is 
young women in particular who are more actively negotiating their identity as Muslims and 
Australian. However, some research into older Muslim women would have made for an in-
teresting comparison and a wider scope to reflect the category of Muslim women, as sug-
gested by the title of the book. Moreover, the use of literature, especially post-structural 
works, could have been elaborated on though this approach may have been done with the 
non-academic readership in mind.  
In the spirit of the book's intentions, that is, to serve as a counter-narrative which un-
dermines imagery of Islam, specifically Muslim women, an in-depth understanding of power 
must be put forth. The focus on misconceptions by the book does not sufficiently delve into 
how such a discourse developed and the role of power in producing such ‘negative’ con-
structions of Muslim Women. A more nuanced engagement with the reason why such mis-
conceptions arise in the first place requires dealing with the question of power: how groups 
in mainstream society have the ability to create misconceptions and legitimise the very use of 
those stereotypes as part of public debate. Such a focus would have allowed proper analyses 
of Muslim women not to get bogged down in simply dispelling misconceptions and negating 
what Muslims are not. Though at times the book attempts to explain the negative stereotyp-
ing of Muslims by alluding to the historical constructions of the Muslim and Islam as the an-
tithesis of the West, it does not sufficiently engage with the contemporary use of power that 
allow it to deploy such historical constructions in Australian society. For instance, how 'Aus-
tralian' identity continues to be defined by a white dominant culture, and thus situated within 
a Western Christian tradition. In doing so, Australian identity is contrasted with the Muslim 
Other, who belongs to an alien tradition, and how such constructions continue to be used to 
situate Australian Muslims as 'outsiders'. By not confronting this binding of historical racism 
with modern day concerns about immigrations, women rights and multicultural politics, it 
falls short in its purpose to confront power at its axis. Therefore, much goes under the radar 
in confronting why such out dated modes of conceptualising the Muslim is used as the basis 
for dealing with such contemporary concerns. In short, it takes the misconceptions in epis-
temological terms and misses how political discourses intentionally utilise misunderstandings 
for political ends. 
Overall, readers who are interested in the current debate in relation to them (the hijab 
and multiculturalism), this book provides the opportunity to learn more about Muslim wom-
en, their experiences which otherwise may be narrated to us through reductive and sensa-
tional media reporting, and their nuanced responses to such reporting, and current political 
and religious discourses that dominate our perceptions of them.